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The focus of this book may be Akron’s recent past and the man important to the latter, but
it is dedicated to those who will be the city’s future, Don Plusquellic’s grandchildren:
Abigail, Alison, and Adam Zupanic & Anna, Evan, and Addison Plusquellic
Love and concern for the Kenmore community brought Don Plusquellic to city hall. Love
and concern for his grandchildren and Akron’s other young people kept him there.
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This book would not exist were it not for David Lieberth, former Akron deputy
mayor for administration. He not only provided initial feedback about the idea but
also greased the skids for Don Plusquellic’s acceptance of my project. Perhaps more
important, Lieberth facilitated my interviews with his fellow cabinet members and
others on the city hall staff and when he retired, Laurie Hoffman, his assistant in his
law practice who moved to city hall with him as the mayor’s scheduler, took over. It was
the invaluable Hoffman who, for instance, directed me to Claudia Burdge, a research
analyst in the city planning department who played detective and helped me solve the
mystery of Lucy Morrison. Likewise, Hoffman helped put me in touch with Brent
Hendren, a development department specialist who rounded up the numbers that
showed the ongoing tax value to the city of what is perhaps Plusquellic’s greatest idea—
Joint Economic Development Districts. (Finance Director Diane Miller-Dawson and
her staff helped me understand how those tax dollars were applied.) When Hoffman
was unable to lend a hand, Teresa Lloyd did so with great competence and kindness.
As important as access to information and the people who have it can be, equally
important is candor. Will people tell the truth as they know it—if not the whole
truth—about Plusquellic? Cabinet members and other city staffers understood they
had permission to talk freely with me; others needed to hear this from Plusquellic
rather than accept my assurance that the mayor was cooperating in the process of this
book and that he hoped others would as well. Even Ray Kapper, former council president and city service director, asked Plusquellic whether he should talk with me and,
if so, how candidly? Just be Ray Kapper, Plusquellic told him. That signaled the green
light to speak honestly about Plusquellic’s weaknesses, as well as his strengths. And
Kapper, like so many, did.
While researching a book can be a mostly singular endeavor, it is facilitated by
the knowledge and helpfulness of such people as Vic Fleischer, head of archival services at the University of Akron and archives staff members Craig Holbert and Mark
Bloom, the special collections staff of the Akron-Summit County Library (not to
mention the library’s electronic archive of the Akron Beacon Journal after 1986), and,
of course, friend and former colleague Norma Hill, the Akron Beacon Journal librarian
who kept me straight in the newspaper’s “morgue” of old clippings concerning
Plusquellic’s football and council years.
Having access to the work of Beacon Journal staff members who have followed
Plusquellic’s career closely over the years was priceless—particularly when many of
them were my colleagues. I know how good they have been at their jobs, that the accuracy of their reporting and the intelligence of their opinions can be trusted.
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Bruce Ford, city photographer for thirty years, provided the photos, including
copies of those from Plusquellic’s early years. My son Ken Love, former award-winning Beacon Journal photojournalist, took the cover photo.
My first reader/editor/wife/best friend Jackie Love kept me on course, as always.
My greatest regret is that this project took twice as long as I had hoped—four years
instead of two—and not everyone who gave so generously of their time and knowledge of Don Plusquellic lived to see the result, among them, Bob Swain. Rest in peace
Kenmore No. 77.
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Introduction

Akron Mayor Don Plusquellic did not mince words. He never does. When he
delivered his 2001 State of the City address to a packed hall at the Tangier Restaurant,
an Akron landmark, Plusquellic plowed directly into what he deemed the failure of
those in charge of the Akron Public Schools—administrators and board of education
members alike—many who were in his audience. At least one, retiring superintendent Brian Williams, had been forewarned he might not want to hear what Plusquellic
had to say.
Education and the struggling city in transition that Plusquellic inherited in 1987
were fused at the hip, parts of an economic skeletal system: education connected to
workforce; workforce connected to attracting businesses; businesses and employees
connected to city income tax; income tax connected to the city’s ability to provide a
quality of life that once made the Rubber Capital of the World an economic engine, not
one of the Midwest’s postindustrial legacy cities whose past looks better than its future.
So the confrontational Plusquellic looked the educators in the eye and hit them
with his bottom line: they had been too timid in improving the schools for Akron’s
children. The solution was simple. “Lead,” Plusquellic demanded, “or get the hell out
of the way. . . .”
His prepared script did not include “hell.” Plusquellic added it not so much for
effect as because that is who Akron’s fifty-ninth and longest-serving mayor is—a
tough guy, his unapologetic bluntness stoked by passion for his city. Later, he said he
was sorry he had added “hell” because his mother gives him heck for such things.
That was the only thing he was sorry he had said in a statement interpreted as a threat
to take over the Akron schools.
xiii
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I was in the audience that day. I know Don Plusquellic. I know his history and the
fire that burns in his belly and can scorch when it comes spewing out of his mouth. I
would have been surprised if he had not given the school officials hell. Harry Truman
had nothing on Plusquellic. They both gave hell to the deserving. So it came as no
great shock that Plusquellic was straightforward with me when we first discussed the
idea of this book.
“Why do you want to do this now?” he asked.
He might as well have said: Why the hell do you want to do this now?
That conversation occurred December 9, 2010. Akron had turned cold, but
Plusquellic was as heated as ever. He was not finished as mayor, though at that point
he had not decided he would seek a seventh term in 2011, which would extend his
record as the city’s leader to twenty-nine years. Couldn’t this wait until he was done?
Or dead? Or both?
It was not his only question. “Whose book is this?” he demanded.
I gave him the short answer: It’s mine.
It is not an authorized biography. It does not come with the subject’s seal of
approval, though if I’m alive as you read this, you can assume Plusquellic did not hate
it as much as he expected. Plusquellic talks about some day writing his own story. I
explained to him the effort that would be required for an autobiography and that
since he does not even write letters and prefers phone conversations to emails that
the Freedom of Information Act allows anyone to ferret out, I doubted he would ever
write his own version of his life.
Once people wrote letters and kept diaries, and they were longer and more informative than the 140-character tweets that have become the heart of knowing someone
through today’s social media. Former Akron Deputy Mayor David Lieberth, to whom
I first broached this book, issued a warning: “You are going to have a helluva time
documenting Don, because he doesn’t write any letters.” There is, in fact, a city hall
joke about The Letter he did write. He composed it himself and fired it off to a complaining constituent who he felt had been set up by his principal antagonist, former
councilman and mayor wannabe Warner Mendenhall. Plusquellic talked to his
service department. They told him Mendenhall had not talked to them about the
complainant’s issue and that no one would know Councilman Mendenhall if he
walked into the office. This did not stop Mendenhall from blaming Plusquellic for
the inaction, citing the fact that Plusquellic did not like him. Plusquellic made it clear
to the complainant that regardless of his feelings about Mendenhall, he would never
withhold needed services. “It appalls me that someone wouldn’t turn in a complaint,”
Plusquellic told the complainant, whose problem was immediately addressed.
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One day The Letter may find a home in the University of Akron Archives, which
has collected the papers—including letters—of the previous three mayors: Democrat
Tom Sawyer (1984–87), Republican Roy Ray (1980–1983), and Republican John S.
Ballard (1966–1979). Will Plusquellic have personal papers for the archives to accompany the appropriate city records? This much is certain: the archives will have a mass
of material I’ve accumulated, and Plusquellic’s grandchildren will receive more than
a hundred hours of interviews I recorded with their grandfather.
All of his words—the good, the bad, and the ugly—are Plusquellic, who struggles
valiantly and mostly successfully to use politically correct, G-rated language. Similarly, I have tried to find the right words for this work that I approach not strictly as
political biography, but as what Virginia Woolf once described as life writing, a hybrid
with a broader recognition of lives colliding and converging—Plusquellic’s, mine,
and so many others in this city where the stench of rubber once permeated the air
with the smell of money. Though beyond this introduction I will use the “I” sparingly,
I will not lurk entirely in the shadows. I have opinions that inform the writing, if more
indirectly than Plusquellic.
To pretend I have not been a part of Plusquellic’s political life would ring as false,
just as it is false to think the story Plusquellic has told me and his sense of this place
is objective or perfectly remembered—or, for that matter, that this story is. There is
no objectivity in life writing. So let’s follow the advice of William Zinsser, who wrote
On Writing Well, a classic guide to nonfiction writing. Zinsser once told a writer who
was trying to write about her grandfather’s colorful travels that injecting a personal
narrative would improve the work. She wanted no part of it; she did not wish to write
a memoir. “Don’t worry about labels,” Zinsser told her. “We’ll figure out what it is
after you’ve written it.”
So whatever this should be called—life writing, political biography, or unnamed
hybrid of creative nonfiction—the truth is, if New Yorker writer Janet Malcolm is
correct, a fool’s errand. In her Bloomsbury-inspired essay “A House of One’s Own”
collected in Forty-One False Starts: Essays on Artists and Writers, Malcolm calls biography “a kind of processing plant where experience is converted into information the
way fresh produce is converted into canned vegetables.” She complains that “taken
from it’s living context, and with its blood drained out of it, the ‘information’ of biographies is a shriveled, spurious thing.” She goes on to conclude: “We have to face the
problem that every biographer faces and none can solve: namely that he is standing
in quicksand as he writes. There is no floor under his enterprise, no basis for moral
certainty. Every character in a biography contains within himself or herself the potential for a reverse image.”
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Nevertheless, I will try to answer Plusquellic’s original question—why write this
book now? The answer requires an admission that has as much to do with me as with
Plusquellic. To write this book, which was supposed to take two years but has taken
twice that long, I knew great energy would be required for lengthy research and to
conduct and transcribe more than a hundred interviews (see bibliography) with
nearly as many people. If I waited until Plusquellic left office, I did not know if I would
have the energy necessary. Neither of us is getting younger, as evidenced by Plusquellic’s six grandchildren or approximately the same number of hairs left on my head—
only a slight exaggeration.
More important, Plusquellic had a substantial track record from which I believed
it could be fairly judged—and that is what it is, a reasoned but arguable judgment—
whether he has been not only Akron’s best mayor since its founding as a village in
1825 but also one of the better mayors in America during late twentieth and early
twenty-first centuries. I’ve listened to admirers, to critics, to other mayors, and to
experts who know cities inside and out. There have been previous attempts to assess
America’s best and worst mayors, so precedent exists for this presumptuous endeavor.
While I have tried to delve as deeply as possible into Plusquellic’s days as a quarterback and the other early influences that have made him the leader he has become,
I have avoided prying into his adult personal life, unless it has been a part of the public
record or has otherwise had a direct effect on his performance as mayor. When it
comes to Plusquellic’s late former wife Mary, who kept a low political profile, I’ve followed the advice of President Barack Obama that “criticism of candidates’ spouses
should be out of bounds.” So it is here with respect to Plusquellic’s late former wife
and the relationships Plusquellic has had since the couple separated in 2005 and
divorced in 2007. Democratic fundraiser Melissa Barnhart, with whom Plusquellic
owned a house in West Akron, is an exception because of her influence during the
Plusquellic 2007 campaign.
Writing about the lives of the dead has its challenges. That said, writing about
the living is, I think, even more difficult, unless the writer is producing hagiography
and that is not what you will find here. Don Plusquellic is no saint. Former Fairlawn
Mayor Pete Kostoff can attest to that. When he and Plusquellic were not screaming
at each other during negotiations for Akron to provide sewer and water service to its
suburban neighbor in exchange for income tax sharing, Plusquellic was giving Kostoff
the silent treatment. He refused to speak to him for a year. And that’s nothing compared with how long Plusquellic went without speaking to Michael Callahan, his 1991
Republican mayoral opponent, law school classmate, and a guy with whom he once

Buy this book.

Copyright © 2016 by The University of Akron Press. All Rights Reserved.

s t e v e l ov e

xvii

would have a beer. To this day, Plusquellic does not speak to former Cuyahoga Falls
Mayor Don Robart. These and other conflicts are given a thorough examination,
because, as Kostoff says, “At the end of the day an objective analysis of Don’s career is
a better thing for history” than a whitewashing of his flaws.
Plusquellic’s personal history would be incomplete, the understanding of him
inadequate without placing him in the context of Akron’s history. Cities are their
people. The late Mayor Richard J. Daley was Chicago, and Chicago was Richard J.
Daley. Yet rarely has a city been embodied so completely in one man as Akron is
embodied in Plusquellic. Plusquellic comes from old Akron, the son of a rubber
worker, the first in his family to attend college. He also has been the primary architect
of a new Akron, a man as comfortable dining at the White House as he is knocking
back a beer with Kenmore buddies whom he has never forgotten regardless of the size
of the stage on which he has played. So this version of life writing must also include
the life of the city. How could it not?
As Plusquellic’s former chief of staff Rick Merolla puts it: “He’s the person who
is emblematic of Akron. It’s a fighter’s town, a tough town.”
And Don Plusquellic is its champion.

A Note about Language
This work contains words that may offend some and be inappropriate for younger
readers. Don Plusquellic argued well against inclusion of words, including the
F-bomb, he would prefer his grandchildren not hear or read him using. The problem
is, Plusquellic is not G-rated. He never has been, yet his children survived his bluer
language and grew into wonderful, productive adults. Readers, I suspect, will survive
as well. Besides, standards continue to evolve. Thankfully, the University of Akron
Press has more courage than the newspapers for which I worked. I can tell you that I
have tried to use the language in question judiciously and in those instances where,
in my opinion, it is most revealing of both Plusquellic’s anger and humor.
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Chapter 1

Football
A Plan for a Lifetime

Sixteen-year-old Don Plusquellic had a plan for his life as straightforward as it
was audacious. One day, the son of a tire builder from the working-class Kenmore
section of Akron knew he would quarterback the Cleveland Browns—if only he could
become his high school team’s starting quarterback.
His junior year he had been forced to wait behind All-City and All-District quarterback Keith Gross, a tough kid who had led the Kenmore Cardinals to the 1965 City
Series championship showdown known as the Turkey Day Game. With kickoff on
Thanksgiving morning, the game had become as much Akron tradition as sporting
event in football-crazed Northeast Ohio.
A last-minute, heartbreaking 16–14 loss causes Plusquellic to still hear “the stunning silence” that followed East linebacker Bob Hengan’s 96-yard interception return
for the winning touchdown. Dick Zaveson, Kenmore’s longtime quarterbacks coach,
cannot forget the ill-conceived pass that led to that interception, but what he most
remembers was pulling Plusquellic aside after that game and telling him he could
have started for any city team in 1965—except Kenmore. “We’re going to have a good
team next year,” Zaveson promised Plusquellic that dark 1965 Thanksgiving Day, “and
it’ll be your team.
“[Don] took it to heart.”
1
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What Plusquellic did to make the most of his one season was transformational for
Kenmore football. Zaveson had a string of good quarterbacks that earned Kenmore the
title “Quarterback High.” “We dominated that position,” Zaveson said. “We had about
five or six or seven in a row. It is rare any one position is dominated by one school.”
Plusquellic recognized the Kenmore tradition. He knew his NFL dream might
depend on how much he improved the summer of 1966 to play at a high enough level
to interest college recruiters who had never heard of him. His teammates never
doubted their new quarterback. “We had all the confidence in the world in Don,” said
Bob Swain, Plusquellic’s right tackle and lifelong friend, who died in 2014. “The
juniors that started the year before . . . we knew what he could do and what he was like.
In fact, he was voted captain of the team.”
Plusquellic took nothing for granted. He knew a person had to scrap for everything if he came from a blue-collar, single-income family. It had been that way since
Donald L. Plusquellic was born July 3, 1949, to Betty and David “Louie” Plusquellic,
first of four children. It was a difficult birth.
“The doctor said it was a good thing that he was ‘a strapping big boy’ [a half ounce
shy of nine pounds] instead of a much smaller baby or he might not have survived,”
his mother said. “I think he has been a scrapper ever since.”
His scrappiness the summer of 1966 included organizing teammates for workouts
and joining Garfield High School players, including Rams quarterback Tim Flossie,
son of Garfield’s legendary coach, Babe Flossie. Tim Flossie started at quarterback
during part of his junior season but had not won the acclaim of the Garfield community. When Tim struggled he heard the talk: the kid is playing only because his dad
is the coach.
“It was terrible,” Flossie recalled. “I was pretty determined that I was going to do
better the next year . . . and Don had a big part in that. We threw a lot.”
Flossie knew immediately what others would learn. “Everybody thought when
Keith leaves, Kenmore is toast,” Flossie said. “But it turned out Don was better.”
Plusquellic was not going to leave that to chance. If the guys were not around to
catch the hundreds of passes he threw each day, his sisters were. “He used my older
sister, Betty Lou, and me as the targets,” Karen (Plusquellic) Dixon said. “But he was
throwing [hard] like a quarterback, and we weren’t getting it. He wanted us to practice
with him every day, but we weren’t going out for football.”
By July, Plusquellic had saved enough money from summer jobs—shoe store clerk
and camp helper—that he quit to devote seven days a week to his passing. With sisters
Karen and Betty Lou wishing not to have a football permanently embedded in their
chests, their inventive brother needed another practice solution. In the backyard of
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the Plusquellics’ Edwin Avenue home he had rigged a tire to throw the ball through,
but he wanted more. He came up with the idea for what Scott Bosley, the Akron Beacon
Journal’s prep sportswriter, called the “quarterback maker,” a homemade contraption
that hinted at what would be his lifelong inventiveness.
Don covered old baby bedsprings with carpet, onto which he painted a target.
He then planted two poles in the ground and hung the bedsprings between them.
Plusquellic calls this his pitch-back machine. The oblong football made the bounce
back uncertain. Kid sister Denise, who was six at the time, willingly solved this
problem by retrieving the erratic footballs. “I don’t remember how much time we
spent,” Denise (Plusquellic) Putt said, “but it seemed like hours. Every day, practically.
I enjoyed it because . . . Don was my hero.”
Her hero threw from every position imaginable—even from his knees, which
made no practical sense, because if his knee touched the ground in a game the play
would be over. This did, however, strengthen Plusquellic’s arm. He also threw on the
move, perfecting his rollout to the left and throwing back across the defense to the
right side of the field, a pass that can give a coach nightmares, but which Plusquellic
is convinced he may have thrown with greater fluidity and better accuracy than
anyone. He invented a workout that not only made him the quarterback he became
his senior season but also gave rise to the voluntary workouts that all Kenmore players
would participate in during future summers. In those ensuing years, Zaveson often
drove past Kenmore Stadium and paused to watch with wonder what Plusquellic had
helped to inspire. The Plusquellic work ethic and his inventiveness still cause Zaveson
to marvel: “I didn’t tell him to do that.” He just told Don Plusquellic that the 1966
Kenmore Cardinals would be his team.
Growing up, the teams in the neighborhood were his as well, as Plusquellic often
inspired or invented games. A field at the north end of Edwin Avenue, where Interstate
76 now cuts through Kenmore, provided a gathering place where Plusquellic organized sandlot football games and orchestrated wildly imaginative offenses. He even
came up with a game he called run-down, which involved two bases and a ball. The
idea was for a player to get from one base to the other while the ball was in the air.
Anyone who wanted to play could play, and since there were more girls in the neighborhood, they simply provided more players for Plusquellic to beat. He was no sexist.
He would beat anyone and everyone, girls included. “He always had that competitiveness,” Dixon said.
Plusquellic had gotten used to the idea of girls being predominant not only in the
neighborhood but also in the Plusquellic household. He had always wished he had an
older brother but when his mother became pregnant with her last child nearly ten
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years after Don’s birth he would have settled for a younger brother. When his father
called from the hospital to tell the children that they had a baby sister, Don blurted
out the typical blunt assessment he would become known for his entire life: “Oh no,
Dad,” he said. “Not another sister.”
His disappointment did not last. Long before he came to realize Denise was the
best little football fetcher in Kenmore, Plusquellic had reassessed his opinion of his
baby sister. When his mother began to take Denise out of the house a couple of weeks
after her birth, big brother asked his mother to bring Denise to Rimer Elementary
School when she came to pick him up. He wanted to show her off to his ten-year-old
girlfriend. “He was so proud,” Betty (Plusquellic) Channell said.
He could not have been prouder of Denise than he was of the father whom he says
taught him how to be a man. Louie Plusquellic did not say much. Karen Dixon calls
her father “a quiet witness” for how to provide for a family through hard work and
perseverance. He may never have told his son he loved him, but Don knew. In
Kenmore, in the rubber shops, men who loved one another did not share these innermost feelings. They razzed one another and got in verbal digs, a trait son Don carried
through life. Insults are a tipoff to whether or not he likes a person.
Others also appreciated Louie’s quiet strength, including Zaveson and head coach
Dick Fortner, who had returned to Kenmore, the team he had turned into a winner
before leaving for Marion Harding in 1964. The coaches had to cope with parents who
wanted to tell them how to run the team and question their sons’ playing time. Louie
Plusquellic never did that, not even when former head coach Mick Viland did not play
his son as a junior. “He was the kind of football dad you loved to have,” Zaveson said.
“He never second-guessed.”
Louie Plusquellic may have come by his reticence because he could not remember
the sound of his father’s voice. His father died in a Pennsylvania coal mining accident
before Louie was three months old. His mother never remarried. He never had a father
figure before he went off to serve in the navy in World War II. When he returned from
service, he followed the love of his life, Betty McCombs, to Akron, where her family
had moved from Pennsylvania to find work in the rubber shops.
For much of his career with the Seiberling Rubber Company in Barberton, Louie
Plusquellic worked in the warehouse that once had been the Palmer Match factory.
When he was forty-two, however, Louie was bumped from his warehouse job by a
more senior union member and landed in the Seiberling factory building tires, tough
and physically demanding work. After years of this, Louie’s hands were battered and
he suffered from a bad back. There was nothing wrong with his backbone, however.
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Of   French descent, Louie Plusquellic did not have what his son sees as the typical
French temperament. Louie could be intimidating. “I still shudder thinking about
the few times I went home late and my dad was standing there,” Don said.
Louie Plusquellic had a temper compared with Betty, who could be a stern disciplinarian, despite being what her son describes as “the nicest person in the world, a
milquetoast version of [her mother, Hazel McCombs].” Though years later Plusquellic
could appreciate the discipline his parents brought to bear on him and his sisters,
“when he was growing up he thought we were the meanest people in the world,” Betty
Channell said.
Don Plusquellic has always been willing to fight for what he believes is right.
Popular and able to get along with most kids, there was, his mother remembered, one
boy with whom Don had trouble in elementary school. He sat in front of Don. He
would instigate, and Don would retaliate, invariably being caught by the teacher. “It
wasn’t until high school that Don cleaned his clock,” his mother said.
Don was a sophomore. He and his father were alone at home one evening before
Christmas, when Betty sometimes worked to help the family financially. When the
phone rang, Louie picked it up. When he hung up, Louie marched into the living room
and lit into his son.
“He was furious,” Don said. “His flashpoint was lower than mine. If mine is the
flashpoint of liquid oxygen, his was every bit as bad, if not worse.”
Usually when Louie erupted it was with cause. In this, he and his son are much
alike, believes Karen Dixon. The caller, who did not identify himself, told Louie that
his son had gotten a girl pregnant. After Louie’s initial anger dissipated, Don was able
to convince his father the accusation was false. But Don was baffled. He could not
figure out who would call and tell his father such a thing.
Ten days later one of the two boys involved in the incident came to Don and told
him the other boy, with whom Don had had problems in grade school, had made the
call while visiting his house. The next morning Don went to school and waited for the
caller in the old section of Kenmore High where underclassmen had their lockers.
When the boy showed up, Don said, “I heard a story you made a call to my dad.”
The boy started to deny the accusation but before he could get out more than three
words, Don had missed him with a right-hand punch but connected with a left that
split open the boy’s nose. The boy dropped to the floor. Don was finished. “I should
have picked him up and beat the shit out of him again,” Don said. “But I didn’t do that.”
Which may be the reason that when his basketball coach Dave Wood learned what had
happened, and the circumstances, he did not punish Don. Instead, he pulled Don aside
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